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disease response
Bernard Dixon
Like the Phillips report itself (see
box below) into Britain’s handling of
the outbreak of bovine spongiform
encephalopathy (BSE), the so-called
mad cow disease, the newspaper
stories accompanying its launch were
inevitably written with hindsight.
But while the report acknowledged
the risks this entailed, press coverage
was less scrupulous. Much of it also
failed to reflect the scientific
uncertainties — some unresolved to
this day — that have characterised
the emergence of BSE in cows and
variant Creutzfeldt–Jacob disease
(vCJD) in humans.
True, it can not have been easy
for journalists to set hindsight aside,
particularly when describing the
early stages of such an unusual and
unprecedented episode.
Misrepresentation based on
selectivity is another matter.
Consider the judgement by the
committee chaired by Sir Richard
Southwood, published in February
1989, regarding the possibility of
BSE being transmitted to humans.
“From present evidence,”
Southwood and his colleagues
concluded, “it is likely that cattle
will prove to be a ‘dead-end host’ for
the disease agent and most unlikely
that BSE will have any implications
for human health. Nevertheless, if
our assessments of these likelihoods
are incorrect, the implications would
be extremely serious.”
While Lord Phillips cited these
carefully balanced remarks with
approval, several journalists
commenting on his report used
them tendentiously. “The
Southwood report, a dire episode
in a terrible saga, concluded that it
was most unlikely that BSE would
have any implications for human
health” said The Sunday Times.
Crucially, it failed to quote the
sentence which followed. 
In the event, Southwood and
his colleagues were wrong in not
predicting the arrival of variant
CJD in humans. Yet those two
sentences together represented their
prudent assessment of the situation
at the time. They did their best.
For them to be vilified over a decade
later is breathtaking.
The apportionment of blame was
a major theme in the coverage of
Phillips in the newspapers, many of
which carried rogues galleries of
alleged offenders. Readers of The
Independent (‘Ministers are named
among the guilty men’) will have
gained a subtly different impression
from those of the Financial Times
(‘BSE probe clears ex-ministers of
lying to the public’). Such disparities
reflected contrasting interpretations
of Phillips’s canny conclusion that
ministers did mislead the public, but
not intentionally.
Newspapers also gave differing
accounts of the government’s
response to the report, enunciated by
Agriculture Minister Nick Brown in
the House of Commons.
Commending the government for
resisting the temptation to play party
politics, The Times congratulated
Brown on his ‘dignified’ statement.
The Independent on Sunday did not see
it that way, reporting that the
Minister gave a ‘wooden’ speech
which failed to match the seriousness
of the occasion.
Only one newspaper,
The Guardian, emphasised that
“scientists generally come out of the
report well”. It pointed out that they
had been commended in particular
for “the quick identification of BSE
in 1986 and the prompt detection of
variant CJD in humans in 1996”. Far
too often, scientists are pilloried in
the media as being responsible for
health and environmental dangers
when their work has revealed
problems that would otherwise have
remained undetected.
Both the print and broadcast
media allocated considerable
resources to the Phillips report.
They summarised much of its
content clearly and
cogently — especially the culture of
secrecy within the Ministry of
Agriculture. Nevertheless, most
failed to portray the major technical
frustrations at the centre of the BSE
investigation. Particularly on radio
and television, there was very little
coverage of the extraordinary nature
of prions, the many uncertainties
about prion diseases, the obstacles
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The BSE Inquiry was set up in 1997
following the British government's
admission that the so-called mad cow
disease, bovine spongiform encepalopathy
(BSE), might be transmissible from cows
to humans. The remit was to look at events
prior to this admission and find out what
had happened and what lessons there
were for the future. Chaired by a senior
judge, Lord Phillips, the Inquiry took two
and a half years to complete with 138
days of public evidence from 378
witnesses and cost £27 million. The report
provides 167 recommendations and was
published this fall.
During the crisis there have been 180,000
confirmed cases of BSE in British cattle
although up to 1 million may have been
infected. While the incidence has fallen
dramatically from its peak of around 3,500
per month in 1993, there remains
uncertainty about the human
consequences. More than 80 British
people have died from a disease
diagnosed as variant Creutzfeldt–Jacob
disease (vCJD) linked to BSE, but the final
tally is uncertain and estimates vary
enormously. Although BSE has been
mostly a British problem until now, cases
are appearing in several other countries.
The BSE Inquiry
investigators faced and the difficulty
of determining the attendant risks.
Many reporters and
commentators, for example,
discussed the transmission of
BSE/CJD as though the agent(s)
responsible behaved as predictably
as Escherichia coli or measles virus.
This highly misleading approach
thereby suggested that the disease(s)
could have been traced, contained
and eliminated much more speedily
than occurred in practice.
Far too often, scientists are
pilloried in the media as being
responsible for health and
environmental dangers
Only Steve Connor, in
The Independent, reminded readers
that “scientists are still mystified
about the precise nature of the
infectious agent that causes BSE
and its human form, vCJD.” He
then reviewed the current majority
view that “infectious proteins,
prions, cause the disease and that
they can come about through
spontaneous mutations”.
Discussing the possible
relationship between BSE/vCJD and
scrapie, Connor observed that “for
30 years, scientists have tried, and
failed, to find a virus or virus-like
agent that could be responsible for
scrapie, which led to the hypothesis
that it was caused by prion proteins
alone.” There was now wide support
for this idea — although researchers
in Edinburgh “find the hypothesis
hard to reconcile with their work
showing that genetic information of
some kind seems to be necessary for
causing the many strains of scrapie”.
Awareness of these and other
uncertainties regarding BSE, vCJD
and scrapie, as described by Connor,
is essential to a full understanding of
the questions addressed by the
Phillips committee. Yet many
journalists ignored or marginalised
them, and highighted instead the
clear verdict of the report that BSE is
not scrapie in cattle. Speaking at the
launch, Lord Phillips said: “BSE is a
new and more potent disease than
scrapie” — a legal statement about a
scientific issue.
The BSE epidemic was, of
course, one of the factors which
contributed to the growth of public
antipathy towards genetically
modified (GM) food in the UK over
the past two years. It came as no
surprise, therefore, to find that
editorial comment on the Phillips
report again explicitly linked two
issues which, logically speaking, have
virtually nothing in common.
“After all that has happened, can
there be the slightest confidence in
official reassurances about the
supposed safety of GM foods?”,
asked the Daily Mail. Even the Daily
Express, welcoming the Phillips
report as evidence that the
government was beginning to learn
the lessons of undue secrecy, added:
“But as the new fear of GM shows,
there is still a long way to go.”
In apocalyptic, self-congratulatory
style The Independent on Sunday
announced that the report was really
about “a wider crisis” that reached far
beyond the UK. “This newspaper, we
believe, has done more than anyone
to highlight the importance of safe
food, campaigning on GM crops and
never letting the BSE scandal fall out
of sight. But we are certain that both
of these issues are just symptoms of
what humanity as a whole is doing to
the planet… It is destroying the very
life support systems on which the
planet depends.”
Finally, as often happens on such
occasions, newspaper columnists went
even further. Here, as a fine example
of emotive irrelevance, is the pick of
the bunch. It comes from Geoff Lean,
writing in The Independent :
“I asked Nick Brown, the
Agriculture Minister — minutes after
his sombre presentation in the
House of Commons — whether
there were any lessons to be learned
for the GM controversy. No, he said,
there was no ‘read-across’. Fancy a
trip to Chernobyl, Nick?”
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based in Middlesex, UK.
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Ongoing concern: The Guardian follows up on the headline reports of the BSE inquiry with
some of the continuing worries surrounding the disease.
